Echinoderms are osmoconformer organisms and are expected to be very sensitive to brine discharges. The objective of this study is to examine the use of echinoderms as early warning indicators of the impact of brine discharges and its application in the management of desalination discharges. We sampled using visual census along transect lines, for nine consecutive years and in three different stations, i.e. before the seawater reverse osmosis desalination plant began operating and thereafter. One year after the plant operation, echinoderms disappeared from the localities affected by the desalination brine. When the desalination brine was diluted with seawater prior to discharge, it was observed a recovery of echinoderm densities in these localities. Therefore, echinoderm populations may be used as early indicators to monitor impacts associated with a desalination brine discharge, but also to detect a possible recovery of a previously impacted area when additional mitigation measures to reduce the impact of brine discharge have been implemented.
Introduction
Desalination of seawater has acquired considerable importance in recent decades in most of the countries of the Mediterranean basin and also in other regions [1, 2] . As a consequence, the study of its possible impacts on the marine environment has become particularly relevant in last years [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] . The most employed desalination technique in most countries is reverse osmosis, which produces a considerable volume of rejected water relatively concentrated in dissolved salts (44-70 psu) . This concentrate used to be discharged directly into the sea [9] , forming a dense plume that sinks to the seafloor and extends horizontally following the slope of the sea bottom bathymetry [3] . Its spatial dispersion depends on the characteristics of the desalination plant and its reject brine and on the physical conditions (i.e bathymetry, hydrodynamics, etc.) of the receiving marine environment. Brine dispersion may be significantly reduced if desalination plant discharges are previously diluted with sewage treatment plant discharges, power plant cooling water discharges or seawater [10] . On the other hand, brine spreading can also be minimized by selecting an appropriate discharge location or by establishing a carefully designed monitoring programme in order to assess the brine plume distribution over time and taking appropriate measurements when necessary [11] .
Moreover, the elevated salinities associated to a desalination discharge may produce negative effects 
